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Abstract 
This paper introduces some generic characteristics of appeal letters written by EFL Iranian students in a 
public university in Malaysia. And it tries to investigate if appeal letters written by Iranian students display 
a consistent generic structure. Originally the main phase of this study was to explore the problems faced by 
participants in the process of producing official letters. Meanwhile, the products- the written appeal letters- 
were analyzed based on the genre analysis of texts. Data analysis revealed that the letters written by these 
students had mostly a spoken tone, longer introduction, and discourse markers. Also some features of 
repetition were obvious.  
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Introduction 
   
This paper reports a part of a bigger study on the problems EFL Iranian students had in official letter writing. 
Data for this study was collected from Iranian students in one of the public universities in Malaysia.  The 
participants were willing to participate in this study first because they had difficulties in writing appeal letters and 
secondly they were keen to know the sources of their weaknesses in official letter writing. 
 
Grabe and Kaplan (1996) pointed that different cultures have different rhetorical preferences to organize the 
written text. While comSRVLQJDWH[WZULWHUVQHHGWRDSSUHFLDWHWKHLUDXGLHQFH¶VQHHGVDQGH[SHFWDWLRQVWKDWDUHSDUW
of their culture.  Besides, cultures are different rhetorically and also in their generic structure (Connor, 1996, cited in 
Okamura and Shaw, 2000). Since culture and language are interwoven, genre awareness in first language (L1) can 
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be either in the line with second language (L2) genre awareness or can be in a different direction and make problems 
for L2 writer.  
 
Despite being proficient in English, participants of this study who were Iranian university students and had 
sufficient genre awareness of writing official letters in their L1, Persian, displayed having problems in official letter 
writing in English. In a genre-based study with Japanese EFL students, YDVXGD  HODERUDWHV RQ ³H[WHUQDO
FRQWH[W´ DQG FODLPV WKDW ERWKJHQUH DZDUHQHVV DQG DXGLHQFH DZDUHQHVV DUH WKH QHFHVVDU\ IDFWRUV IRU QRYLFH()/
writers to improve their writing competency.  
 
The following research question, answered in this paper, was one of the questions from the original study 
investigating the problems Iranian students in Malaysia encounter with in the process of writing official letters: 
What are the generic characteristics of appeal letters written by these students? 
 
 Method 
 
The present study conducted based on a qualitative case study design as Creswell (2008, p.476) asserts it allows 
IRU³DQLQ-GHSWKXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIDERXQGHGV\VWHP´ In order to understand the reason why Iranian EFL students 
are not so comfortable with writing an appeal letter, in spite of having a high level of English proficiency like 
IELTS band 6 or TOEFL 550, and understanding of the thought processes which accompany the writing of these 
types of letters, the researcher adapted a qualitative case study research design. 
 
Although it seems that, in university level, writing an appeal letter is not a very complicated skill to master, 
writing a persuasive letter which includes both linguistic and cultural aspects of the language could not be very easy 
especially when a foreign language learner, like participants of this study, was not expected to write an appeal letter 
in English in real life.  This study is also a genre analysis of letters written by these students.   However, to the best 
RI WKHUHVHDUFKHU¶VNQRZledge no studies on appeal letter writing have been carried out in an EFL context.  Also, 
more in-depth information is needed on the difficulties faced by EFL learners in completing a writing task.  
 
The participants 
 
Participants of the study were six Iranian EFL students from the Faculty of Science who held an English 
certificate, either TOEFL (550+) or IELTS band (6+).  Students were required to fulfil the tasks given in both 
practice and appeal letter writing sessions.  According to Koh (1978), the L2 learner is deprived of learning and 
practicing the second language both in and out of school. The language lessons are also unnatural and not being used 
in real-life situation in EFL contexts, like Iran. 
  
Procedure  
 
Participants were asked to attend the first session on introduction to the study. In this session the whole 
procedure and steps of the study were explained and those who were willing to participate signed an agreement. In 
the second and third sessions the students were trained to think aloud. The trainings followed by several practices.  
Later, in separate sessions the students were assigned to write official letters of appeal. During their writing and 
thinking aloud the sessions were video recorded and each participant was provided with a recording device. 
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Immediately after the writing session, each student was interviewed in order for the researcher to get the unclear 
points such as the reasons for pauses while composition of letters.  
 
Instruments 
 
Think-aloud- Each participant was provided with a recording device while doing think-aloud to capture the thought 
process while writing appeal letters.  Since participants and the researcher shared the same mother tongue, Persian, 
they were free to think-aloud whether in their L1, L2, or both while writing the letters (adopted from Weijen et al, 
2009). 
 
Think-aloud procedure, a concurrent introspective method, was chosen for its ability to elicit rich data on mental 
processes, which are not easily obtained using other methods. All of the participants, who attended the instruction 
and practice session, were trained to think aloud while writing. This procedure helps researcher goes further and 
deeper inside the processing mind of participant during writing and analysis of such a process can reveal how 
problems occur and affect the writing. 
 
Interview- Immediately after each of the practice sessions and appeal letter writing session, retrospective interviews 
ZHUHFRQGXFWHG6WXGHQWVZHUHDVNHGWRµWKLQNEDFN¶DQGUHFDOOWKHSUREOHPVWKH\HQFRXQWHUHGwith while writing. 
This way the unclear points, which could not be recognized by researcher or drawn from the other sources of data, 
became clear. Besides, the researcher could confirm that the analysis of data collected from other sources like think-
aloud, resHDUFKHU¶VILHOG notes and observations were reliable. 
 
Other data sources- 0DWKLVRQVWDWHV³JRRGUHVHDUFKSUDFWLFHREOLJDWHVWKHUHVHDUFKHUWRWULDQJXODWHWKDWLV
to use multiple methods, data sources, and researchers to enhance the validity of rHVHDUFK ILQGLQJV´  Hence, 
sWXGHQWV¶ ZULWWHQ GUDIWV UHVHDUFKHU¶V ILHOG QRWHV DQG REVHUYDWLRQV GXULQJ WKH SUDFWLFH DQG appeal letter writing 
sessions were other factors assisted the researcher to have access to richer and more reliable data for analysis.  
 
Analysis of data 
 
Willis (2008) and his colleagues used appeal letters to attract public attention to the issue of cancer.  He reported 
specific purpose of each letter was to attract donations. Writing appeal letters are both a science and an art. There is 
no substitute for an appeal letter if it is written well.   
 
The use of greetings, proverbs, down grading strategies, kinship terms and totems give the letters written by 
Iranian students a spoken tone. These letters have longer introductions and salutations that involve greetings and 
best wishes.  They also tend to have more features of repetition, spoken and colloquial forms, down grading as well 
as discourse markers that express the openings and endings of conversations.  This suggests that the participants do 
not only transfer local lexical and syntactic patterns but also transfer cultural strategies for address, organization and 
politeness from their L1, Persian. 
 
In the provided task for writing appeal letter some of the participants preferred the style in which they usually 
used in writing informal letters or emails. They also followed the accepted rules and routines in writing official 
letters in Persian which is, to a great extent, different from writing the same letters in English. Those frameworks 
may be accepted in formal and official settings in Iran, as an EFL context, but not in an ESL context like Malaysia.  
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Results and discussion 
 
Swales (1990:58) argues that the structure of genres changes according to changes in cultural, social, and 
linguistic elements of them. Besides, the changes in one genre can be the source of changes in other genres too. 
Letters written by Iranian students are not exceptions. They also change based on the aforementioned elements such 
as changes in their writers writing proficiency and genre/audience awareness. The letters in this study were 
characterized by the use of discourse markers and address forms such as kinship terms and totems.  The use of such 
features exhibit certain structures and features that are reflective of Iranian culture and discourse patterns.  Note that 
the kinship terms used in these letters do not necessarily connote a biological relationship between author and 
reader. The totems and kinship terms are mostly honorific forms meant to show respect and solidarity to the 
addressee; they are most welcome in Persian official letters, maybe, not in English. 
 
Although the participants of this study were familiar with their L1 official genre of letter writing when they were 
studying in Iran, they faced problems in writing official letters in English (L2) during studying in Malaysia. In the 
interviews they stated that after being in a L2 context they observed some improvements in their writing. These 
improvements may be accountable to English as they were exposed to; such as academic texts and their academic 
writing assignments (Storch, 2009). 
 
Conclusions 
 
Fitzmaurice (2000) believes WKDW³both literary and linguistic perspectives on the language of letter focus on the 
discourse produced by writer of the letter and his world´. The problems which occurred in the process of writing 
appeal letters by Iranian students led the researcher to clarify the need for introduction of letter writing in education 
system which would be best constructed if the cultural, social, and situational aspects of language learning are 
considered. To appreciate a text, the reader is required to have the knowledge of both its genre and its target 
audience who share the same professional discourse and they are aware of using the suitable genre to interact with 
each other (Swales, 1990, .cited in Bhatia, 2004, p. 20).  
 
Reichelt (2005) believes that genres help the creation of sentences and supply suitable frameworks for teaching 
writing in academic contexts of colleges and universities, and even in schools. The analysis of data in this study 
reveals that lacking genre awareness by these students affected their writings. They felt that by having a spoken 
tone, writing a longer introduction, and including discourse markers the letters would look friendlier and fulfil the 
requirement for an appeal letter to be attractive and convincingly accepted by the reader. Having this attitude 
towards appeal letter writing, the participants of this study composed letters different from the genre of appeal letter 
writing in English. 
 
Authorities and policy makers in universities in ESL/EFL countries, in this case Iran, may decide to make it 
compulsory for university students to sit for the official letter writing course. So the students who wish to pursue 
further studies in ESL countries become aware of this genre which is useful, at least once, in an English-medium 
university. The analysis proves the need for learning letter writing to be included in tertiary level syllabus in EFL/ 
ESL contexts like Iran and Malaysia, to a degree that students communicate well with the outside world which 
requires proficiency in letter writing. 
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